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War Puts 
Damper on 
Dope Trade 

By John Cantwell 
_ VIENTIANE, Laos, (AP)_ 
Opium is 'being harvested in 
the highlands of this sleepy 
Southeast Asian kingdom. 

Lissome .girls of the Meo 
tribe scrape it from the pop- 
pies and place the syrupy Illiq- 
uid to bamboo-tube containers 
hanging from their necks. 

On the mounaiin slopes 
where the poppy grows, 
opium gathering goes on as it 
has for centuries. 

But because of the war in 
neighboring South Vietnam 
'and Indonesia’s confrontation 
with Malaysia, drug running 
mi Southeast Asia has 'been 
forced to Charge. 

Previously the opium, after 
being treated by the Meo, 
was taken to a jungle airstrip 
and shipped by light plane. It 
was dropped in the South Chi- 
na Sea off Hong Kong, in the 
of Thailand near Bang- 
kok or in the straits around 
Singapore. 

It was picked up by fishing 
sampans and smuggled into 
these distribution points for 
transshipment to Japan, the' 
United States and Europe aft- 
er being turned into heroin. 
Opium when reduced to hero- 
in becomes lighter and easier 
to transport. 

Now any fight aircraft fly- 
ing around these parts of 
Southeast Asia without any 
good reason is likely to run 
into trouble. • 

Any plane flying over Viet- 
nam to get to the Hong Kong 
■drop-point could be picked up 
■by radar and blown out of the 
sky by either the North Viet- 
namese or the United States. 
Even if the smugglers man- 
aged to get through the ra- 
dar screen they might con- 
front the 7th Fleet in the 
South China Sea. 

A 'Smuggler’s aircraft on its 
way to a drop in toe Gulf of 
Thailand these days could 


meet the same fate. 

And around Singapore, the 
British have a tight radar 
screen and naval patrols 
which have put a idnir to 
smugglers’ schemes. 

As a result, toe amount of 
opium being smuggled into 
the Southeast. Asian distribu- 
tion points, particularly Singa- 
pore, has dropped. 

The smugglers, seeking to 
beat these checks, have taken 
to setting up factories in Laos 
to turn the opium into heroin 
to give a lighter initial load. 

Most of this heroin now is 
being taken into Thailand on 
horseback along jungle trails 
to points where it can be smug- 
gled into Bangkok and down 
the Malay Peninsula into Ma- 
Jaya and Singapore. 

But informants here say 
nothing like the same amount 
as before is getting through 
because of police checks. 

Government sources say 
some 100 tons of opium are 
believed to be exported each 
year from Laos. Other sources 
say the figure is a lot higher 
than this — possibly five or six 
times. 

One of the biggest buyers is 
Communist China. The com- 
munists buy opium from the 
Meo tribes and have it trans- 
ported through the northern 
Laotian province of Phong 
Saly to the neighboring prov- 
ince of Yunnan. 

The Communists control 
Phong Saly Province through 
the pro - Communist Laotian 
army leaders and have built 
many roads into the province 
to transport arms to the Path- 
et Lao and possibly for Chi- 
nese Communist troops them- 
selves. 

The Chinese communists re- 
duce the opium to heroin in 
Yunnan, where they them- 
selves have large opium-pro- 
ducing areas. The narcotic is 
toen taken to the eastern prov- 
ince of Kwangtung for smug- 
gling in to Hong Kong. 

It is an open secret to Vien- 
tiane that much of the opium 
trade is controlled by some of 
Laos’ most highly regarded 
and influential people. Smok- 
ing of opium is legal here and 
most people consider dealing 
in narcotics a normal occupa- 
tion. Even so, people become 
silent when asked how the 
trade is conducted. 

They usualy 'give a nervous 
laugh and reply: “Who wants 
to end up to the Mekong?” 

The Mekong River runs south 
of Vientiane. 

But the Mafia to particular 
is known to have connections 
with Laos’ opium dealers. 
They are said to act as agents 
Who oversee toe drug to its 
U.S. and European destina- 
tions. 



